Infectious disease experts in Canada are surmising that a milder or mutated form of the severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) virus may be loose in residential care and other medical facilities in the province of British Columbia.

But they are quick to caution that they are uncertain whether SARS is the culprit that has caused more than 150 people in nursing homes to become ill. Although 11 people have died since the virus\'s initial outbreak in July, primarily as a result of complications of pneumonia, only three of the cases had positive tests for SARS. Equally puzzling is that the 143 people who became ill at the Kinsmen Place Lodge in Surrey, BC, as well as the nine others who became ill at a second nursing home in Surrey, are exhibiting symptoms consistent with having a cold or a mild case of influenza. Nevertheless, as a precautionary measure, some 19 health-care workers at the Surrey Memorial Hospital have also been placed in home quarantine after coming in contact with a patient from the lodge.

"We are all in agreement that the illness associated with this outbreak is not SARS", British Columbia\'s chief medical health officer Perry Kendall told a press conference on Aug 19. "It does not meet the case definition."

While the symptoms are not as severe as those associated with SARS outbreaks in Canada earlier this year, preliminary tests at the National Microbiology Laboratory (NML) in Winnipeg indicate a perfect match between the mystery virus and SARS. But NML director Frank Plummer said only a small portion of the virus\'s genetic sequence has been tested, so it is too early to say definitively that the virus is SARS.

Plummer speculated that the mystery bug is either a mutant form of SARS, or a milder form of the original virus, or some other form of coronavirus altogether. The WHO has dispatched an epidemiologist to Winnipeg to study the virus.

In hopes of containing public fear, officials are also stressing that the outbreak appears to have peaked; that there is little risk of transmission to the general public; and that there is no known link between the nursing homes and any cases of SARS.

Meanwhile, the federal government appears to be moving towards the creation of a national disease centre, similar to the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. But federal Health Minister Anne McLellan told the annual meeting of the Canadian Medical Association (CMA) that it is premature to say whether the centre will resemble the Can \$1·5 billion arms-length agency the CMA is recommending the government develop to study diseases and respond to outbreaks like the current one.
